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Taking refuge: light at the end of the tunnel 

Last week we talked about refuge: Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Refuge is the foundation of all 

Buddhist practice, and last week we talked about what is a Buddha and the special qualities of a 

Buddha. This morning we’ll talk briefly about what is Dharma. Having said that, let me please reiterate 

Buddha briefly, because we have new people to the centre today.  

Of the three jewels – Buddha, Dharma and Sangha – the great Indian Master called Chandrakirti has 

said, “Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are refuge for those who seek nirvana or moksha.” For Buddhists, 

not only do we turn to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha for ultimate refuge and guidance so we can be 

out of samsara permanently, but we also turn to them for other temporal needs. Whatever it is that 

you want to accomplish, if you turn to three jewels you’d have gar greater success than otherwise. 

Whether it’s a health issue or any other issue that you want to achieve success, if you ask the Buddha, 

Dharma and Sangha for health and success in any other ventures, there’s no doubt you would have 

greater success.  

There are times when some people are confronted with major challenges in life, and they have tried 

all the avenues: nothing seems to work, they feel lonely with no one to turn to. They are in utter 

despair feeling lonely. However, if only they had Buddha, Dharma and Sangha to turn to, to rely on, 

they needn’t be so desperate and utterly in despair, they needn’t feel so hopeless. Instead, if they 

turned to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha then they will be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel 

and there will be hope.  

With hope they will make the right choices and come out of trouble. Some people, they become so 

depressed and feel lonely: they have no one to turn to, human company is out of reach, nobody cares 

about them. When they have no one to turn to then they feel so dejected that they resort to taking 

their own life – that’s the only solution they think they have. This needn’t happen, if only they had 

some spiritual comfort that they can draw from – that is these three things: Buddha, Dharma and 

Sangha.  

For Buddhists, it is utterly important that we always turn to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha – in hard 

times and in good times, through thick and thin. If we always turn to the three jewels, that will ensure 

our reliance on them and therefore it will be easy for us to turn to the three jewels in hard times.  

The awakened ones 

Now, what is Buddha? The Tibetan word for Buddha is ‘sang gye.’ ‘Sang’ means free; ‘gye’ means fully 

developed. So Buddhas are ordinary beings who were like us in the beginning and who were in fact 

our samsaric mates and we have been through them in different times. They had the same delusion 

that we had: desires, attachment, anger and so on. But, however, they were able to find the path. 

More importantly, they were able to remain grounded in the path shown by the Dharma.  

What is a Buddha? A Buddha is somebody whose mind is permanently free from all negative thoughts 

or delusions. Not only delusions: a Buddhas mind is also free from the underlying tendencies left by 

delusions on the mind. So somebody who is absolutely free of everything that is negative and on the 
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other hand their mind is now fully equipped with omniscient knowledge and incessant compassion for 

all beings; somebody who never lets anybody down who turns to them, that is a Buddha. Buddha 

means the awakened one.  

If Buddhas who were in the beginning like us can make it to Buddhahood, then we too can also go and 

follow the path and reach the state of Buddhahood ourselves, because we have the same potential as 

Buddhas have. If only we follow the path, and if only we remain consistent in our practice then there’s 

no doubt definite spiritual evolution, moving from strength to strength culminating in enlightenment, 

will happen for us too.  

The Sanskrit word for Buddha is Buddha. Tibetan word as I said before is ‘sang gye’. ‘Sang’ means 

somebody whose deluded mind is completely, permanently free of raw delusions like desire anger 

attachment and so on. Not only are their minds free of those raw delusions, their mind is even free 

form the subtle tendencies of delusions. Their mind is completely pristine, pure and knowing. And 

‘gye’ means now that their mind is completely free of any obstruction that prevents knowing 

something perfectly well, Buddhas omniscient mind is as vast as space itself. Whatever phenomena 

there are in the universe, a completely pristine knowing mind has no problem understanding and 

knowing them. So ‘gye’ means perfect expanded knowledge of all things.  

The Buddha, our guide 

Now the next question is: If somebody can move from ordinary state to complete enlightened state, 

how has that been possible? They have been able to do so due to Dharma – what we call the jewel of 

Dharma. The third jewel or third refuge is Sangha. Sangha are those committed, devout practitioners 

of Dharma who have achieved high levels of spiritual realisation and attainment. So Sangha’s evolution 

from an ordinary to an elevated spiritual state also happens due to Dharma. So of the three refuges it 

is the Dharma that is key to our spiritual development, for there can’t be Buddha without Dharma, 

because there can’t be Sangha without Dharma. Of the three jewels, of the three refuges, Buddha is 

the guide, Dharma is the actual guidance, the medicine and Sangha are the highly developed support 

system that we can look up to and model our practice on.  

Buddha is the guide in the sense that Buddha has shown the path. Buddha has been through the 

system of spiritual evolution and ultimate spiritual awakening and moved by compassion, Buddha 

says, “This is how you overcome your suffering.” Buddha is a guide in that Buddha has taught for so 

many years and the teachings are now compiled in 100 volumes in Tibetan Buddhism, which are all 

translated from Sanskrit. There are 100 volumes which talk about different aspects of spiritual 

guidance and practice. In that way, Buddha is the guide.  

Why is Buddha the guide? The historical Buddha, our guide, has taught so much and the teachings are 

compiled in 100 volumes. However, Buddha said,  

“This is what I have shown, but don’t follow me, don’t listen to me out of respect. This 

is how I see and this is how I present it, but I want you to examine question my 

teachings. Don’t believe them on face value. Question them, debate them and 

scrutinise just like a gold smith.” 

When a gold smith gets hold of a yellow piece of metal, and when the gold smith wants to check 

whether the yellow piece of mental is gold or not there are different ways of checking: he cuts to see 

if it’s gold through and through; or he burns the metal and draws confirmation; or the goldsmith can 

rub the metal against some other object.  
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“Just as the goldsmith applies three vigorous tests to confirm or negate yellow metal 

to be gold, in the same way all followers don’t have blind faith I me. Examine what I 

say, using three forms of logic. Only if your logic and your experience confirms the 

validity of my statements, then you can follow me – not before that.” 

Buddha who we take as our refuge, should be somebody with this kind of quality.  

For Buddhists, the Buddha is represented in different forms as statues, as paintings and so on. Whilst 

they are physical representations, we can take them as having a real Buddha before us. In your practice 

if you think to yourself you are in the presence of a living Buddha, then the power of your conviction 

and the power of the compassionate omniscient mind and refuge practice will take effect.  

The jewel of Dharma 

What is refuge of dharma? The jewel of Dharma is the message that comes from omniscient 

compassionate mind as guidance for those who seek nirvana or moksha: liberation from recurring 

samsaric existence. Where can you find the jewel of dharma? The jewel of dharma can be found 

outwardly in the form of Buddhist writing: all forms of Buddhist writing which convey the message of 

the Buddha. In Tibetan Buddhist there are 100 volumes which are said to contain the original teachings 

given by the Buddha as well as 225 commentarial volumes; these are the jewel of Dharma, outwardly.  

Inwardly what is the jewel of dharma? Inwardly, it really refers to spiritual knowledge in the form of 

wisdom that understands shunyata, wisdom understanding emptiness. Another significant example 

of the jewel of Dharma, inwardly, is what we call bodhichitta. Bodhichitta is a wish that you have to 

want to become Buddha for the sake of all other beings, not just for your own happiness but for the 

happiness of all other beings. That too is an example of the jewel of Dharma, or refuge of Dharma.  

True cessations, true paths 

To talk a bit more about the jewel of Dharma, outwardly refuge of Dharma, jewel of dharma could be 

any valid Buddhist writing by accomplished Buddhist scholars and commentators. Those too, which 

we can access to get the message of the Buddha, could be considered outward external example of 

jewel of Dharma. However the real examples of jewel of dharma we call moksha/nirvana and path to 

nirvana. The real examples of jewel of Dharma are the truth of cessation and the path to true 

cessation. 

In our bid to develop the jewel of Dharma in our own mental continuum, first of all we need to remove 

from our mind what we call ignorance. Ignorance that makes us believe that we as a person are ‘I,’ 

‘me.’ We need to overcome the distortion in our mind that ‘I’ exists totally independent without 

depending on causes and conditions, any parts, or any naming or labelling factors. We instinctively 

think to ourselves, “I exist. I am a truly inherently existent person and phenomenon.” It is that 

distortion of the nature of I that is the greatest ignorance of all forms of ignorance. We need to remove 

that. We need to overcome, dispel that distortion by cultivating a different perspective – a perspective 

that is in line with the true state of reality of ‘I’. In other words, I as a person does not exist by itself 

without depending on anything else. In order for us to develop inwardly the true Dharma – the path 

to cessation, the path to nirvana – we need to uproot that dark ignorance, the dark distortion about 

us.   

The good thing about delusions is that they are not permanent fixtures of the mind. They are not 

permanent parts, they are not unalterable; they can be uprooted. We can see how ignorance can be 

uprooted. Take, for example, somebody learning the English alphabet, who doesn’t know ‘a b c d.’ 

Before they know that, their mind has a thick ignorance about ‘a b c d.’ As soon as the letters are 
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shown, the sound is also produced with regard to the shape of the alphabet, then the person is able 

to label the different letters as ‘a,’ ‘b.’ and ‘c.’ instantly, the very ignorance that prevented them from 

knowing what the letters were, that ignorance is overcome. This simple example clearly shows that 

ignorance, for all the damage it does to the mind, to our thinking, fortunately can be removed.  

Buddhas’ message about the jewel of Dharma is that for us to develop the jewel of Dharma in our own 

minds, first of all we need to know that we suffer from different distortions. Through long familiarity 

with the distortions, if something exists we think it doesn’t exist, if something doesn’t exist we are 

prone to thinking that it does exist. There are other distortions, for example when something is 

impermanent we are likely to attach a quality of permanence and then distort the conventional 

impermanent nature of that phenomenon. In other words, whilst we want to be freed from delusions, 

we can’t be free from the delusions of desire, anger and jealousy and so on until we completely rid 

our mind of the fundamental distortion of ignorance.  

Also our mind is filled with all kinds of hopes, fears, and unreasonable expectations. When the mind 

is not at ease, when the mind is disturbed, ruffled by these discursive thoughts, thoughts criss-cross 

our mind: they come and vanish and are replaced only by other thoughts. These thoughts also 

preoccupy our mind and take great chunks of our time in dealing with them.  

The jewel of Dharma also can be subsumed in two sets of three. The entire teachings of the Buddha 

are categorised into three baskets of sutra, vinaya and metaphysics and so on. Those are examples of 

jewel of Dharma. In terms of personal experience, the jewel of Dharma can be in the form of three 

trainings: training in ethics, training in higher Samadhi or concentration, and training in higher wisdom. 

These two sets of three also form examples of Dharma.  

Anything can be mastered with familiarity 

So now I would like people to spend some time doing single-pointed meditation or concentration 

meditation. What that means is we need to stop the mind going outwardly to all kinds of objects, all 

kinds of things. In other words we need to discipline the mind from thinking different thoughts, but 

think of only one object. Whatever object you choose, you need to educate the mind make the mind 

remain only on that object single-pointedly.  

As Buddhists, it’s recommended that we choose an image of the Buddha, which you have a good look 

at before you concentrate on that image and then meditate. What often happens is as soon as we 

start to meditate, our mind goes after other objects and our mind becomes distracted. In the 

beginning it is quite natural that the mind gets distracted. However, we need to know that the mind 

has got distracted and bring it back onto the image of the Buddha. Secondly, when we meditate our 

meditation is said to be disturbed by two main factors. Mental dullness or laxity is when the tension 

of the concentration is not optimum: the mind is on the object, but it is on the object in a very sluggish 

way. It is a sluggish presence of mind on the object: it’s there but it’s not doing its job of clearly 

apprehending the object. Other times our concentration meditation is disturbed by what is called 

excitation. While meditating the mind gets drawn, attention is disturbed by some object that tends to 

excite the mind and naturally the mind can’t stay on the object. When meditating we need to be aware 

of all these factors.  

When we begin our training in concentration meditation, what we need to do is don’t expect to be 

able to remain clearly single-pointedly for a long period. In the beginning, just set a target: you say to 

yourself, “I will try to remain on the object undisturbed for one minute,” and see if in that minute your 

mind is able to remain sharply, attentively focused or not. If you don’t, what you need to do is you 

need to repeat the process. If you do seem to be successful in remaining absolutely, clearly vividly and 
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sharply on the object, then say to yourself, “Now I will try to concentrate for two minutes,” and see if 

you succeed or not. This is how we train our mind to develop the power of undisturbed, clear, vivid 

strong attention.  

What is meditation? Meditation is nothing other than getting used to or becoming familiar getting to 

know the object better; that’s called familiarity or familiarisation. Indeed, it’s all matter of familiarity: 

anything could be mastered through incremental familiarity with the object. We know from our own 

experience when you learn something anew. In the beginning we find it quite difficult to handle the 

object, the concept or the task. But if you don’t give up and if you keep trying, the object, the task and 

the concept grows on the mind. That is to say the mind is able to understand the thing better and a 

sense of ease grows in the mind to do the task without much effort. The same way in meditation: 

something that is so demanding for the mind to remain focused on now, the mind can be moulded to 

remain focused. It’s all a matter of familiarity.  

Meditation 

So now I would like you to spend meditating on the Buddha and on Dharma. I have not been able to 

talk about Sangha; I will talk about that next time. In the meantime would you please concentrate on 

the Buddha, undisturbed. It could be analytic meditation whereby what you do is you hold an image 

of the Buddha, you bring Buddha before your mind’s eye and whilst remaining focused on that Buddha 

you also think about what it means to be Buddha: think of all the qualities of the Buddha in terms of 

compassion, wisdom and qualities of the Buddha’s body, mind, speech and so on. That would be 

analytical meditation. Or conversely you can just think of the image of the Buddha, nothing else but 

only the image and say, “I will meditate for one minute,” and see if you can remain clearly on the 

object.  

Achieving the goodness of self and others 

We do this meditation not for our own spiritual awakening, we do it so that this helps us move towards 

our final goal of Buddhahood, of becoming Buddha for the sake of all other sentient beings throughout 

space. Working for your own nirvana can be a goal for people, but if you only work for your own good 

then you will be forgetting all other living beings. How could you forget all other living beings? We 

have had really helpful, nurturing relationships with all beings throughout space and they have been 

kind, helpful at all times of our existence. Without them we can’t survive, so we can’t afford to ignore 

them. If you apply all your energy to achieving Buddhahood for their sake, when you do become 

enlightened for their sake, you are part of the great number of sentient beings – if you work for them 

you wouldn’t have to expend special energy and time for your own good, your good would be 

incidentally fulfilled when you achieve the goodness of all other beings.  

So now I would like you to start this mediation with conviction in the three jewels for the sake of all 

beings, and may the mediation contribute in some way to ensuring peace in the world.  

 

 

 


